CONCEPT 3: NEW MADRID EARTHQUAKES/
SEISMIC ZONE TOUR ROUTE

GOAL

This concet would establish an auto tour
route to both illustrate the jpact of the New
Madrid eartlquakes of 1811-1812, which were
unique geolagical occurrences that
dramaticaly altered the area’s pography, and
to explore the inplications of this active
seismic zone for the lower Missipgi Delta
region tody.

IMPORTANCE/SIGNIFICANCE

During the winter of 1811-1812, a series of
eartlquakes and after-shocks struck the mid-
Mississppi River valley in the vicinily of New
Madrid, Missouri, then the lgest settlement
on the banks of the Missiggi River between
St. Louis, Missouri, and Natchez, Missigsi
The three strogest eartuakes occurred on
December 16, 1811, and on Jaiyu23 and
Februay 7, 1812, rgistering estimated
magnitudes of 8.6, 8.4, and 8.7 on the Richter
Scale, regectively (for conparisonpurposes,
the San Francisco eaginake of 1906
registered 8.6). The eanbhakes sent tremors
rippling across the northeastern United States
andparts of Canada, but nearer the New
Madrid epicenter

...(Dhe effects were awesome. The
saturated bottom land sopwrted hge
geysers of sand and water. Dugithe
main shocks the land heaved and
buckled for minutes, trees were
splintered, aprolonged roarig was
heard and the air smelled of sulfur.
According to one account, the after
shocks were a constant tremhblifilike
the flesh of a begfist killed.”....The
effect of the third and strgest main
shock on the Missiggpi (River) itself
was even more strik@n As an
eyewitness wrote, at “about 4 o’clock
a.m. a concussion togitace so much
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more violent than those whigneceded
it that it dominated the hard shock....At
first the Misgigeseemed to recede
from its banks...its watgegherirg up
like a mountainydaolfall] again with
such violence that it took with it whole
groves ofyoung cotton wood trees
which lggd its borders.... The river
was literal}y covered with the wrecke
of boats.” The riverbed itself was so
disturbed that two waterfalls (or at least
rapids) were formed, onepstream from
New Madrid and one downstream
(Johnston 1982).

In addition to the figpard t@pling of
trees, historicagjeolagical, andgegphysical
research has confirmed that theceatths
also caused the camirf riverbanks,
temporary waterfalls, barriers, and a brief
retgrade wave alogthe Missisgpi River;
created sunken lakes, such as Reelfoot Lake in
Tennessee and St. Francis agdL&ke in
Arkansas; and resulted in sunken forests, such
as the one discovered n@asent-dg
Bitheville, Arkansas (Johnston and Schyvei
1996). Tgdthe New Madrid rgion remains
seiswyiaallve and “...is shakerytsmall
apritkes on an avega of evey 48
hours..,” thagh mary are microquakes below
the threshold of humaperception (Johnston
1996).

RESOURCES

Resources that would be used iplé@mentirg
this cgdreclude a museum, stapark,
public roads, and natural resources that
directly reflect the inpact of the 1811 - 1812
eartfjuake events in the Deltpl¢éase see
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RESOURCES

New Madrid Historical Museum

Three points where the Reelfoot fault intersects the Mississippi River, near New Madrid and at Island #10

Reelfoot Lake; the Reelfoot Lake Museum; and the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service’s visitor center at Reelfoot Lake

Big Oak Tree State Park

The Obion Bluffs, in which fissure and landslide scars are visible, between Dyersburg, Tennessee, and Caruthewuville, Miss
St. Francis Sunken Lands Wildlife Management Area (Caraway, Arkansas)

Big Lake Natural Area (Mississippi County, Arkansas)
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